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The national feeling once roused, the Mahrattas rose as one man, and this nation
of shepherds and peasants became an army which overran the richest provinces of
the empire.

The Mahrattas are born horsemen; and the country abounds with small
horses, which are ugly, but clever, active, and wonderfully sure-footed. It was of
such elements that the national army was composed, consisting of light cavalry,
more adapted for pillage than for open warfare, and all armed with lances; very
few carrying muskets. Their squadrons spread like a cloud over the country they
intended to plunder, advancing immense distances, and disappearing at the
approach of the heavy cuirass-armed cavalry of the Moguls.

General Malcolm has described the organisation of these Indian Cossacks,
against whom he had constantly to fight. Each year at the close of the rainy
season (during which all hostilities cease), the festival of the Dupara was the
signal for the reopening of the campaign. The soldiers from all the neighbouring
villages flocked to the Mahratta standard, when the army started on the march,
with no other provision for the campaign than the food and forage which each
man carried at his saddle-bow. Plunder was therefore necessary to their
existence, but it was carried on in a regular and systematic manner. The booty
taken by the soldiers was all carried to the camp, and divided among them under
the superintendence of the officers. Besides this, each soldier received regular
pay, which was derived from the taxes previously levied upon the towns. Over-
running the richest provinces like a torrent, the army was constantly recruited by
the accession of Hindoo adventurers and malcontents, so that after each successive
defeat it became stronger than it was at the commencement of the campaign.

Like Charlemagne, who wept on beholding the Norman ships on the Seine,
old Aurungzeb, the last of the Great Moguls, foresaw that these bandits would
cause the ruin of the throne of Baber; and he made energetic attempts to put
them down, and succeeded several times in overthrowing them, but never could
completely annihilate this terrible foe. After his death, in order to arrest their
devastations, the indolent Shah Allum relinquished to them the fourth part of the
revenue of those provinces which were exposed to their incursions. From that
day the Mogul empire has virtually ceased to exist.

The Scindias were a powerful Mahratta family of husbandmen, of the Sudra
caste, and of the province of Sattara. The first who carried arms and rescued
their name from obscurity was Ranaji Scindia. About the year 1725 he came *o
the Court of Poonah, and obtained the important post of slipper-bearer to the
Peishwah; and, while there, an accidental misdemeanour proved the cause of his
ultimate good fortune. One day the Peishwah was presiding at a prolonged
Council of State; Ranaji fell asleep in the antechamber; and, after the audience,
the king-minister, in looking for his .slippers, found his servant asleep, with the
slippers tightly clutched to his bosom. The Peishwah was so touched by this
proof of fidelity and devotion to his person that he raised Scmdia to the highest
functions of the state. Eanaji's power increased rapidly; he became one of the
most popular leaders of the Mahratta troops; and on his death he left a vast
kingdom, in the very centre of Malwa, to his son Mahaji.

The sanguinary battle of Paniput, won in 1761 by the Sultan Ahmed,
arrested for a time the progress of the Mahratta power. Mahaji Sciadia fell,
wounded by a terrible stroke from an axe, and was left among the dead; until he